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Art in a First Grade Classroom 



By Maureen ^ynk Kaxrlstad 
Grand Forks, ND 



We are all _ 
We create imaginary worlds that 
structure and give meaning to our 
experiences^ In children we call 
such activity-^play^ In adults this 
activity becomes more cbmplexi we 
create intricately involved imagina- 
tive systems such as the scientific 
method or modern dance. Imagination 
is central to our ability tp=under- 
stand reality^ ( Vandenberg/ 1984 1 . 
As parents and teachers^we need to 
foster those creative processes - 
which facilitate the development of 
imagihatibh in children. They 
should be the ebrherstbhes of any 
elementary school curriculum. 

Our ability to create images in 
bur minds is not only basic to our 
understanding of the world around 
us. i ^Iso- believe_that biir aes* 
thetic sensibilities are the tools 
with which we learn everything else 
weebme to know. "Facts without 
image or feeling characteristics r _ 
without imagination* cannot be said 
to have meaning" (Landau, 1985). 



I don't believe that it takes 

expensive equipment br artistic : 
exper t i s e -to he Ip chi Idr eh ^de ve lop 
their imaginations i More imports^ 
is a teacher who is willing to allow 
children the time tij indulge in the 
creative process. 



Last semester^! had the oppor- 
tunity to work in my daughter's 



first grade classroom as ah art z_ 
teacher . Two afternoons a week I 
went in and watched as a group of 
14 six and seven year old chi idr en- 
experimented with the basic tools of 
visualexpressibh: paper r paint, 
charcoal^ chalky markers crayons r 
colored paper, giue-and-scissors.^ I 
tried to make the sessions a time ' 
during which the children were en- 
couraged to engage in the creative 
process. 



As a part of the process^ 1 
tried to observe carefully what was 
happening during the sessions. I 
recorded my_thbughts and ideas so 
that I would have something to use 
in reflecting on and impx^ving my 
approach. I would like ±a share 
those aspects bf the process which 
if bund -most helpful in setting up 
what i consider ah effective art 
environment . 

1. Al low chi Idrei^ help^plan 



the sessions . I fbttnd that allowing 
the children to^assist in Structur- 
ing the environment gave them_^ 
valuable sense of control ~over_ what 
they were doing and made the crea- 
tive process personally meaningful 
for them. 



I see the relationship between 
teacher and student as something 
similar to a rbugh carpenter and a 
finish carpenter. The teacher _ 
frames up the hbuse^^ creates the 
basic structurer and the student 
finishes out the house, putting in 
those touches that make the work 
personally meaningful and success- 
ful. We, as teachers^ heed to pro- 
vide our students with a sturdy 
framework that also allows_the most 
robm for flexibility in terms of 
finished product. 



Bruce Klein i 19841 in describ 
ing a preschool art program it but- 
lines four structural elements which 
foster creative processes: power. 
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control, praise: and deferred judg^_ 
menti I used Kleihls four elements 
as a_f raxnework for my initial ideas 
on how I would organize the sesciions 
and for the changes I incorporated 
into the sessions as I saw the heed 
f or _ change _ I^was_not always aware 
that what we had done coincided with 
his elements but I ^/as going on what 
I instinctively knew would enhance 
the creative process the children 
were engaged in. Nice to have SOTie- 
ohe backing up your intuitions 1 

To help the children have con- 
trol over the classroom I decided 
not to present anyj specif ic projects 
(at least hot until theyhadtime to 
experiment with the mater iaisj , but 
to-assist them in-using the materi- 
als and overcoming any technical 
problems they might have. Because 
I was open to having them control 
t he : eh vi r bhmeh t_ to s ui t the i r _ own 
needs, _ I- watched with i^ 
they began to rearrange the room to 
create small art centers where two 
or three children would work togeth- 
er using the same medium. 

One day i hung a painting on 
the chalkboard to dry and I inad- 
vertently opened up another part of 
the room for them* Everyone wanted 
to hang his/her work up and the 
disctts^ion time at the end of the 
session was born. 

I fcold the students to put one 
thing that theyhaddbhe up bh the 
chal^^af di _ _^eh_we went throu^ 
and talked about each piece of art- 
work. Ttee artist had the first 
chance to say whatever he or she 
wanted about his or her work]. The 
f irsttwb artists were tbb shyto 
say„ anything ^fina 
Brandon interrupted me to ask if he 
could come up and^show what he liked 
about his work J I asked only for 
what everybhe liked abbut theart- 
work. The comhents were wonderful: 
"I like the colors,* «I like the 



shapes," "I like the way she colored 
around the shapes," "I like the^ 
things he put in the picture*'* Tammy 
was one of the last to talk about 
her picture i_ She described each 
item in the picture— it had a rain- 
bowr her house, her brother, some 
clouds and some birds. Some of the 
children talked about hbw much they 
liked raihbbws and Brian said he 
liked Tammy's because it re^ 
him of a rainbow he had once climbed 
on! 



I felt that these discussions 
were very productive * The children 
had a chance not only to talk about 
their own work, but to see that 
their work was valued by everyone 
else. I t^|i>nted the childreii to khbw 
that their artwork was valued^ Talk- 
ing about it and_hanging it on the 
walls se^ed to me to be crucial to 
that valuing. I also wanted the 
children to feel good about their 
work and to want to share it with 
others . 

^ The children were always eager 
to work when I arrived and always 
rushed to set up the rbbm with sup- 
plies and hew desk arrangements^. 

They were very eager ^ to take control 
of the environment and manipulate it 
to serve their needs. 

2 . Set up a nbn-cbmpetitive 
atmosphere whicfavalues sel£- 
ekpr es sibh=ahd des cript ion* i tried 



to make art personally meaningful 
for each of the children by talking 
about other artists who do similar 
things and by supporting each. : : 
child's individual style* I talked 
with_the children about what ah 
artist is and how artists (and first 
graders) make pictures of their 
thoughts and feelings. 

During thefirst session I read 
Frederick by Eeo Lionhi. Then 1--- 
toid them that they would have time 
to practice being artists and that 
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they were free to use any of the_ _ 
materials they wanted to makewfiat- 
ever_they wanted^ i was afraid that 
there might be one or two children 
who wouldn't know where to start:, 
but all of the children went right 
to work and forty-five minutes later 
I had a difficult time getting them 
to qtxit. 

i tried to start each session, 
with a story as a way of ef.^ing into 
the_dayls work and to give the chil- 
dren time- to think about what they 
were going to do. One day I read 
Listen 1 l isten i by Ann and Paul Rand. 
It was a short book with bbld^ „ 
brightly colored illustrations and 
a lot of auditory imagery. The 
children enjoyed the book. Another 
day I read ftrr^w to the Sun by 
Gerald McDermott. They were fascia 
nated _ by _ the my th and the way he had 
illustrated the story. They made me 
read it to them a second time so 
they could s^end more time on the 
pictures. iPor a list of other 
bdoks^ see Seferehces. J Hy hope was 
to inspire them while allows them 
to determine the shape inspiration 
would take. 

I commented on their wbrk_ the 
same way! wbuld_ talk with a col- 
league about a painting or drawing — 
by looking at the artistic elements. 
I came to realize that some of the 
chi Idr en i Joshua comes to mind in 
particular) didh^t believe me when 
I said they cbuId_do_ whatever they 
K'ahted to with the materials. One 
day he drew a space ship after 
asking me if it was all right tb db 
so and on a fbllbwihg day hedrew a 
mbhster with blbbd cor^ing but of its 
mouth 2ind when he showed it to me 
he still seemed hesitant (as if I 
would not approve ) . I think that 
by the end of my three month stay he 
had finally begun to trust me i He 
begau-^to drsm and talk about: those 
that really were of interest 



tb him. He and Mark did a whole 
series of drawings related tb TV 
wrestling which they presented to 
the rest of the classi^ They were 
very prbud of their work; 

^ i tried to encourage^ the chil- 
dren's self-expression, I was 
serious when 1 1 talked abbut hbw much 
I liked thecblbrs used in a paint- 
ing br_the bold lines used in a 
drawing • Mark created b^saut if ul 
compositions using horizontal, 
vertical and diagonal I lines i I 
could see natural ability at work r 
but at_f irst i_don't thip he 
believed me when 1 told him how 
effective his use of lines was. 
Eventually he became very receptive 
to my comments about his wbrki 

- ---The children seCTied to be very 
aware of the sharing of power which 
our descriptive discussions allowed. 
They were all eager tb talk abbtit^ 
their wbrk_and_ enjoyed t^ 
bf being temporarily in charge of 
what was happening in the classroom 
— it was their ideas and their art-- 
work which had center stage. 



- For me, it was an important 
realization that one of the most 
fruitful activities I have engaged 
in with the children, the descrip- 
tive discussions , was hbt_part of _my 
briginalplan^ but developed out of 
my_ interactions with the children. 
Starting with a plan was important, 
but I felt that my success came from 
allowing for spontaneity and 
improvisation. 
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aspects of —creaj 



I tried to 



focus the sessions on the affective 
aspects of the creative prbcess*_ 
Tref finger it Isakseh and Fires tien 
X1982j_list curiosity, openness to 
e3cperience, self-confidence and use 
of imagination as primary affective 
aspects of the creative process. 
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No one ever_came_up to se and 
said r i can * t do thi " _f fiey may 
have asked for help and may have been 
frustrated with their final product r 
but ho one gave up or talked about 

hot being able to do artwork 

i self ^confidence i i If £ saw someone 
having an extremely difficult timer 
I suggested that they try a differ- 
ent medium and it usually: alleviated 
the .problem^ Whenever I brought 
something new into the classroom, 
everyone was eager to try it out 
(curiosity and openness to experi- 
ence). The children also used the 
time_ to develop elaborate. group 
fantasies Xusually instigate^ hy 
Brian j . One day they began a bunny 
drawing factory.^ I had read the 
book Let ' s Make Rabbits by Lep: 
Libnhi and everyone had decided: to 
make rabbits^ _ Brian_made a^ whole^_^ 
family of rabbits^ and- then more rab- 
bits which he began to sell (for 
free). Other boys joined him and 
soon the factory was mass producing 
pictures of rabbi ts : which the other 
children were eagerly buying (the 
price was right!). 

4. Observe ^h41dren with a 
research frame of mind . I have 
found what I call the "research 



frame_bf mihd^ to be _att .invaluable 
aid in setting up a classroom 
environment. By research frame of 
mind I mean: a heightened sense of 
awareness Which allows for observa- 
tions which_may btherwise_gQ_imtt6- 
ticed*^ Because i had a sense of 
wanting to know euid learn about this 
group of children in a particular 
setting {ah art ehvirbhmeht) I was 
looking- for connections^ f or pat^ _ 
terasr for insights tha^^ 
me understeuid not only what the 
children were about , but how I fit 
ihtb tJiat. 



^ During one session 1 found my- 
self beijig impatient with Jei^^ 
I had brought back the artwork that 
I had taken home to look at and she 



accused me of losing some of her 
work. I wanted her to know that I 
valued her work and that^I had 
brought back everything I had: t- ken. 
I wanted her to believe me_ahd I _ 
cbuld-see that she wasn't gbihg to 
accept my explana t ion« ^ I'm sure my 
frustration was showing. When we 
had pur discussion at the end bf 
class Jennifer was one bfthelast 
to go up tb talk about he'f wbfk (she 
couldn't find it because it was 
hanging up and she had walked around 
saying that spmeone had stolen it — 
mbre frustration on my part). She 
talked- bh and bn_ about _ every 1 ine in 
her drawing . She started making up 
lines so that she would have more to 
talk:abbUt. -I suddenly saw her in a 
new light. She had needs I hadn't 
even begun tb_hbticei_ Her heed_tb^ 
draw-the class into her wbr^ and get 
their attention opened up my eyes. 
I was so busy baing irritated by her 
behavior that I hadn^t stopped to 
figure but why she might be respond- 
ing the way she was. 

- The more i was involved in try- 
ing to give these children a voice 
in the classroom, the mpre I heard 
them stalking. And I think it was 
the frame of mind I brought. into the 
classrbbm that helped me se 
children and the classroom in a 
different light. 

_ I started to wish I could be in 
this _classrbbm_all the timei^ in the 
short time 1 was there I felt that i 
had just started to get to know the 
children y to know their styles, the 
waythey wbrked^ the persbhal themes 
that they were wbrkingbhi^ 
the kids were f till experimenting 
with the materials and others were 
already able to manipulate any bf 
the materials I brought in to their 
o%m ends. 

******* 

I have developed a sense that 
the best educational research comes 
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from within the classroonir frdSi the 
day-to-day , intimate contact with 
whatever aspect of the educational 
process is being studied. And I 
have found the "research frame of 
mind" to be an ideal tool for self- 
ref lectiye teachinf r for developing 
ideas and assessing classroom 
progress ^ 

I have come to see each child 
as a learning puzzle . l How do they 
learn? What do they like to do? 
What materials do they like to use? 
What aretis are they most productive 
in? Hovr are they growing through 
their manipulation of materials? _ 
ThiS: particular teaching experience 
has been a beginning-f or me« i see 
the way i have approached this as a 
method for approaciing any subject « 
both in the -_ es^r imental way I have 
set up the learning ehvirbhment and 
in the way I have attempted to 
observe and record what happened on 
a daily basis. 

My time in the classrbomwas 
much too short to even beginany 
discussion of patterns either 
individual or interactional. But 
X see patterns emerging and I have 
new and different questions now. _ 
In all of my tmahsweredq^ 
is the challenge to study more^ to 
turn the classroom into an open 
research station. 

i: wanted : to .create ah_envir6 
ment that would. encourage the 
develo^eht of iMginati i also 
wanted to structure the environment 
in such a way that I was able to _ 
assist the children in establishing 
their bwn_pers6nal-th^es for visuall 
expression IGaitskelir 1970) • Chil-I 
dren must be motivated by their own 
experiences to produce art. Gait- 
skell states that art programs must 
"•provide for visual bbjectif icatibh 
of internal as well as external 
experiences " = 

81 
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beiieye that I was successfull 
in setting up an environment that 
encourages^ and supports the creative} 
process. I am looking forward to 
setting up aaother ciiassroom art 
environment soon. 
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